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REAL ESTATE MARKETS IN 1952
Construction and real estate activities are
continuing at high levels in 1952. The phys-
ical volume of new construction remains at a
record level; output of building materials
and employment in the construction indus-
try are large; markets for residential and
business properties, both old and new, are
generally strong. Extension of home mort-
gage credit continues in large volume, and
outstanding mortgage debt, which is already
almost three times as large as at the end of
the war, is still rising. Construction costs,
materials prices, and real estate values have
been generally stable at or close to record
levels, and construction wage rates have risen
further.
The relative stability in real estate and
construction markets for over a year has re-
flected the effects on sustained demands of
general credit measures, selective restraints
on the use of credit and materials, and other
public policies, as well as the general availa-
bility of supplies. Contract awards, plans of
business and Government for construction,
and consumers' buying intentions, all of
which will influence activities in coming
months, suggest that most markets related to
real estate will continue strong. Various
other recent developments will also affect
activities to some degree. The reduction in
steel supplies as a result of the strike will
hold back some types of construction for a
time; uncertainty concerning the future re-
quirements of Regulation X under the law
extending the Defense Production Act will
be a factor in plans of builders and prospec-
tive buyers; and expiration of Federal rent
controls in many areas on September 30, as
well as Federal actions to provide housing in
defense areas, will affect real estate markets.
At the recent high levels, shifts have taken
place in some activities and markets. An
increase in construction for public ownership
and a continued large volume of construction
for private business purposes have offset de-
clines in other types. Limitations on the use
of materials needed for the defense program
have been accompanied by some temporary
adjustments in construction practices. The
number of old houses purchased has risen
somewhat, while the number of new houses
completed and purchased has declined. As
a result, an increase in lending on existing
residential properties has offset a moderate
reduction in credit extended on new.
CONSTRUCTION MATERIALS AND LABOR
During the first half of this year building
materials and labor, with few exceptions,
were readily available; prices were generally
steady, close to or above earlier record levels;
and wage rates in construction trades ad-
vanced further. Defense needs for critical
metals were below earlier expectations, and
with the expansion in supplies, allocations
of copper, aluminum, and steel for civilian
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construction were increased. Domestic out-
put of refined copper has been large, and
imports have been rising following the re-
vision in domestic ceiling prices on imported
copper. Early in August, the National Pro-
duction Authority relaxed substantially re-
strictions on the use of copper and aluminum
in nondefense construction.
Steel production was at a new record level
in March. As a result of work stoppages in
early April and early May and the recent
prolonged strike, however, a marked change
has occurred in the supply situation. Effec-
tive October 1, NPA has required steel mills
to set aside from 5 to 100 per cent of the
various types of steel produced to meet de-
fense needs.
Output and supplies. Output of most
building materials was exceptionally large
during 1950 and early 1951. About the
middle of 1951 stocks in the hands of manu-
facturers began to accumulate rapidly as
new orders and shipments declined below
production. Since then, output has declined
gradually and is now moderately below the
very high level of a year ago, but stocks of
most items are still not far below postwar
record levels.
Stocks of, lumber at mills and concentration
yards reached a postwar high at the begin-
ning of this year and since then have
changed little. Retail lumber stocks, which
declined substantially during the last half of
1951, increased less than seasonally this
spring. Stocks of lumber products in the
hands of manufacturers, some of which in-
creased by from 60 to 150 per cent during
1951, have been declining but are still sub-
stantially larger than last summer. Cement
stocks also increased considerably, reaching
a new peak early this spring. Since then,
manufacturers' stocks have declined in the
usual seasonal pattern.
Manufacturers' stocks of fabricated metal
building products, perhaps reflecting antici-
pation of shortages of critical metals and a
smaller volume of demand than had been
expected, have increased markedly from the
low levels prevailing at the end of 1950.
This spring and summer, inventories of
plumbing fixtures and equipment have been
two to four times as large as a year earlier,
and supplies of most types of heating equip-
ment have also been larger.
Production of lumber and some lumber
products, including hardwood flooring and
softwood plywood, showed little more than
seasonal change this spring, at a level some-
what lower than last year. Manufacture of
millwork declined more than output of most
other lumber products, and man-hours
worked in this industry were one-fifth lower
in the first half of 1952 than in the first half
of 1951. Man-hours worked in the produc-
tion of plumbing and heating supplies have
also declined and in the first half were about
one-sixth lower than a year earlier. Cement
production, on the other hand, has continued
at the mid-1951 record level, while output
of clay products has shown divergent move-
ments, with brick and tile considerably below
last year and clay sewer pipe at last year's
high level.
Prices of materials. Prices of building
materials, reflecting the strength of demand
and in some cases the influence of price con-
trols, have been generally stable for about
a year close to record levels. In July whole-
sale prices of building materials were 10 per
cent higher than at the time of the Korean
outbreak but 2 per cent below the spring
1951 peak. The major changes during the
past year, as can be seen from the chart,
have been in lumber and lumber products,
plumbing equipment, and asphalt roofing.
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WHOLESALE PRICES OF BUILDING MATERIALS
1947-49=100
1950 1952 1948 1950 1952
Data from Bureau of Labor Statistics. The "total" line is
a special index of wholesale prices of building materials, not
part of the monthly index of wholesale prices. Most of the
items in the groups shown, which are components of the index
of wholesale prices, are also included in the special index, in
some cases with different weights. Among materials included
in "total" but not shown on the chart are plywood, building
paper, and a number of metals and nonmetallic minerals. Latest
figures shown are for June, except "total" which is a Federal
Reserve estimate for July.
At wholesale, prices of lumber and lumber
products declined after the first quarter of
1951 from their earlier advanced levels, and
since the beginning of this year have re-
mained 5 per cent lower than in the spring
of 1951. Prices of particular lumber items
have moved quite differently from the aver-
age, as can be seen in the chart. Plumbing
equipment prices, probably reflecting the
large accumulation of stocks, declined mod-
erately until May, then rose slightly and in
June were 4 per cent below the earlier peak.
Prices of most other types of building mate-
rials have been generally steady since the
beginning of 1951 at all-time high levels.
Following settlement of the strike, steel price
increases averaging $5.65 per ton, or about
5 per cent, were announced on July 25.
Prices charged by building materials dealers
to contractors have varied among the cities
for which such information is available, but
for most materials have changed little this
year.
Construction employment and wages. Em-
ployment in contract construction has been
maintained this year at about 2.5 million
workers, seasonally adjusted, a slightly
smaller number than the record employed in
the summer and autumn of 1951. All types
of such labor, skilled and unskilled, are re-
ported to be available throughout the coun-
try, whereas a year ago bricklayers and
plasterers were reported in short supply in
some areas.
Perhaps reflecting in part this ready avail-
ability of workers, employers have been less
willing than formerly to meet demands for
increased wages and other benefits, and
strikes have been more frequent this spring
and summer than in other recent years. In
general, however, work stoppages have not
been long and costs have not been greatly
affected. During the first half of 1952 union
wage rates in the building trades increased
3 per cent, about the same as in the first half
of 1950 and 1951. Most of the change oc-
curred in late May and June. Average
hourly earnings in contract construction were
relatively stable throughout the first five
months of this year at about $2.25, some 6 per
cent higher than a year earlier.
CONSTRUCTION VOLUME
New construction was in record volume in
the first seven months of 1952, despite a less
than seasonal rise during the spring and
summer. Increases in public construction
offset small declines in private work. Total
expenditures in this period, at a seasonally
adjusted annual rate of 33 billion dollars,
were 5 per cent larger than a year earlier, the
increase representing mainly the rise in con-
struction costs.
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Public construction. The increases in pub-
lic construction expenditures this year have
been most marked in connection with de-
fense work. Outlays for atomic energy
plants and other publicly owned industrial
facilities have increased substantially. Ex-
penditures for military construction, as is
shown in the chart, have risen very sharply
from 10 million dollars a month before
Korea to about 150 million in recent months,
and it seems likely that expenditures will be
close to this high level for some time.
VALUE OF NEW CONSTRUCTION ACTIVITY
SEASONALLY ADJUSTED
Millions of Doll Millions of Dollai
Joint estimates of the Departments of Commerce and Labor,
adjusted for seasonal variation by the Department of Com-
merce. Latest figures shown are for July.
Expenditures for highways and public
housing have been about one-seventh and
one-half, respectively, above year-ago levels,
while other nondefense public expenditures
have been about the same as in other recent
years. Construction of some school, hospital,
administrative, and other public buildings
has been deferred as a result of restrictions
on the use of materials. The need for such
buildings is very great, and public construc-
tion may continue in large volume or in-
crease when defense restrictions are relaxed.
Private business construction. Private ex-
penditures on construction for business pur-
poses have changed little since last summer.
Expenditures by public utility companies,
which in recent years have been substantially
larger than those of other types of business
enterprise, have continued to increase, reflect-
ing further expansion in electric power, gas,
and telephone facilities. Monthly outlays for
industrial plant, which doubled in the year
following the Korean invasion, have shown
little change during the past year, and by
now much of the private industrial expan-
sion for defense purposes has been completed.
The substantial decline in expenditures for
commercial structures during 1951, largely
as a result of Federal restraints on the use
of credit and critical materials, was mainly
in construction of stores and other retail
facilities. Outlays for such construction and
for warehouses and office buildings have
been fairly stable this spring and summer.
Residential building. Changes in total ex-
penditures for private construction in recent
years have reflected largely changes in resi-
dential building activity, as can be seen in
the chart. During the spring and summer
of 1951 residential building activity rose
much less than usual from the advanced
level maintained in the winter by the many
plans and financial arrangements made
earlier in anticipation of regulation of real
estate credit. Such activity declined less than
seasonally this winter and since late spring
has been larger than a year ago. In the first
half of 1952 expenditures for private residen-
tial construction were 7 per cent smaller
than in the first half of 1951, but 9 per cent
larger than in the second half.
The number of new housing units started
in the first half of 1952 totaled 566,000, com-
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Distribution of privately financed units,



















































































NOTE.—Data are from the Department of Labor, Federal Housing Administration, and Veterans Administration. Only new per-
manent family dwelling units built in nonfarm areas are represented; single-person accommodations, conversions, trailers, and all temporary
structures are excluded. Data for FHA-insured and VA-guaranteed units represent those on which a first compliance inspection has
been made by these agencies. Figures for type of structure in second quarter 1952 partly estimated by Federal Reserve.
pared with 590,000 in the corresponding
months of 1951 and a record 706,000 in the
first half of 1950. The small decrease from
the level of a year ago resulted mainly from
the decline in public starts, as can be seen in
the table.
Privately financed housing starts during
the spring, close to 100,000 a month, were
slightly higher than last year. In July private
starts rose counterseasonally to 102,400, sub-
stantially more than in July 1951. Units
started under arrangements for FHA-in-
sured or VA-guaranteed financing have con-
stituted a smaller proportion of total pri-
vate starts this year than in other postwar
years, about 36 per cent compared with 45
per cent in the first half of 1950 and 1951.
Multi-family unit starts decreased sharply
in 1951, following the expiration of FHA
authority to insure mortgages under section
608 of the National Housing Act, and con-
tinued at a low level during the first half
of this year. An increasing number of
rental units has been started in recent months
under FHA defense, military, and coopera-
tive housing programs.
Fewer public housing starts were author-
ized in the first seven months of 1952 than a
year earlier, reflecting chiefly the fact that an
unusually large number was acted on in June
last year. Most of the public starts since
mid-1950 have been undertaken with Federal
assistance under the Housing Act of 1949
whereas earlier in the postwar period prac-
tically all were under separate State and
municipal programs in New York, Connecti-
cut, an4 Massachusetts. Under recently
enacted legislation the maximum number of
Federally aided public housing starts has
been set at 35,000 for the current fiscal year;
this compares with 50,000 in fiscal year 1952.
REAL ESTATE TRANSFERS AND DEBT
The number of new nonfarm houses com-
pleted and sold in the first half of this year
was smaller than in other recent periods—
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about 400,000 compared with over 500,000
in each half of 1951 and an exceptional
650,000 in the six months following the
Korean outbreak. This reduced volume of
sales reflects the lower level of starts in late
1951 and early 1952 compared with a year
earlier, a change in the attitudes of prospec-
tive purchasers toward buying before com-
pletion, and the increased effectiveness of
credit restraints. The increase in starts since
last winter, recent modification of credit
regulations, and continued high levels of
personal income suggest that sales of new
houses will continue at a high level or in-
crease in the months ahead.
The market for existing houses, according
to trade reports, is not so strong this year as
in other recent years. Properties are reported
to be selling more slowly and further be-
low asking prices than formerly. Never-
theless, transfers of old houses in the first
half of 1952—about 850,000—were somewhat
more numerous than in either half of 1951
and about the same as in the near-record
second half of 1950.
Mortgage lending. Gross new lending on
1- to 4-family properties during the first
half of 1952 totaled about 8 billion dollars,
the same as in each half of 1951. This vol-
ume of lending, shown in the table, has re-
sulted from the large, though reduced, num-
ber of new houses purchased; the close to
record number of purchases of old houses;
and the continued large volume of refinanc-
ing to secure better terms, additional funds,
or for other purposes. Also, the average
mortgage loan made on both old and new
houses has risen considerably further this
year, perhaps reflecting in part some change
in the areas of high market activity and some
shift to the purchase of higher priced prop-
erties.
Government insured and guaranteed lend-
ing continued to account for a much larger
proportion of credit extended on new houses
than on old—more than one-half compared
with one-sixth. On both old and new
houses, however, Federally underwritten
loans were somewhat less important this
year than in other recent periods, reflecting
in part the reduced attractiveness to lenders
of FHA-insured and VA-guaranteed mort-
gages and since early spring the reduced
ability of the Federal National Mortgage
Association to provide a secondary market
for such mortgages.
MORTGAGE LOANS MADE ON 1- TO 4-FAMILY PROPERTIES




































































































NOTE.—Figures on total mortgage loans made are from Home
Loan Bank Board except for 1951 and 1952, which are Federal
Reserve estimates. Figures for loans made on new properties and
on existing properties are tentative Federal Reserve estimates
based on data from Government and other sources. Government
underwritten 1 oans made are loans insured by the Federal Housing
Administration and those guaranteed or insured by the Veterans
Administratio ?
Regulation X and the associated regula-
tions of the FHA and VA were relaxed for
houses in the lower price brackets in Septem-
ber 1951 as required by Public Law 139,
and in June 1952 similar changes were
made for higher priced houses. The cur-
rent requirements are summarized in the
table on page 892 of this BULLETIN. The
Defense Production Act Amendments of
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1952 continued authority for these regula-
tions until June 30, 1953. It also provided,
that if, in each of three successive months,
the number of dwelling units started is
smaller than 100,000, after allowance for
usual seasonal variation, a "period of residen-
tial real estate credit control relaxation" shall
be declared, during which minimum down
payments required by the regulations may
not exceed 5 per cent. After such a period
of relaxation has been declared, required
minimum down payments may not be in-
creased again until the number of dwelling
units started, seasonally adjusted, has ex-
ceeded 100,000 in each of three successive
months.
Outstanding mortgage debt. Outstanding
mortgage debt secured by 1- to 4-family
houses expanded by about 3.2 billion dollars
in the first half of 1952 to 57 billion on June
30, as is shown in the chart. Debt on multi-
MORTGAGE DEBT ON NONFARM 1- TO 4- FAMILY HOUSES
ANNUALLY Billions of Dollars
1930
Data on outstandings at end of period and new loans made
during period are from Home Loan Bank Board except for 1951
and 1952 which are Federal Reserve estimates. Apparent retire-
ments during period are derived from these data. Latest figures
shown for new loans made and apparent retirements are annual
rates in first half of 1952; for debt outstanding, amount on June
30, 1952.
family and commercial properties increased
by only half a billion dollars—considerably
less than in the comparable period a year
earlier—reflecting in part the reduced volume
of construction of these types of buildings.
Farm mortgage debt, which has expanded
much more slowly than urban mortgage
debt during the postwar period, increased
somewhat less this year than last year.
Federally insured and guaranteed debt on
1- to 4-family houses increased proportion-
ately more than the uninsured debt in the
first half of 1952, but the difference was
much smaller than in other recent years.
VA-guaranteed debt increased by a billion
dollars to almost WA billion and FHA-
insured debt by less than half as much to 10
billion. In mid-1952, such Government
underwritten debt accounted for somewhat
over two-fifths of all mortgage debt out-
standing on 1- to 4-family houses, about the
same as at the end of 1951.
Investors in residential mortgages. The
mortgage portfolios of private institutional
mortgage investors and of the Federal Na-
tional Mortgage Association have expanded
further, as shown in the table on the follow-
ing page, but changes in holdings have
differed among types of investors. The 2.3
billion dollar increase in holdings of savings
and loan associations in the year ending
June 1952 was the largest for any correspond-
ing period, and the increases of 2 billion and
1.4 billion at life insurance companies and
mutual savings banks were exceeded only
during the preceding year. At commercial
banks the net addition to holdings was about
700 million dollars, the smallest in two years.
The Federal National Mortgage Associa-
tion, in supporting the Government under-
written mortgage market, expanded its
mortgage holdings by 500 million dollars
during the year ended June 1952. Most of
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its purchases were VA-guaranteed mort-
gages. Sales of mortgages were very small,
little more than 5 million dollars in any
month. Early in April funds for the pur-
chase of mortgages, except those written on
programmed defense, military, or disaster
housing, were practically exhausted. There-
after, purchases dropped sharply from their
earlier average of 60 million dollars a month
to about 6 million monthly in the May-July
period.
RESIDENTIAL REAL ESTATE MORTGAGE LOANS HELD BY
SELECTED TYPES OF FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONS











































































































NOTE.—Figures for sayings and loan associations are from
Home Loan Bank Board; life insurance companies, from Institute
of Life Insurance and Home Loan Bank Board; commercial and
mutual savings banks, from the Federal Deposit Insurance Cor-
poration; Federal National Mortgage Association, from Housing
and Home Finance Agency. June 30, 1952 figures for all private
institutions and June 30 figures for all years for savings and loan
associations and life insurance companies are estimated by Federal
Reserve.
The Housing Act of 1952, approved on
July 14, provided an additional 900 million
dollars of funds for FNMA to make advance
commitments to purchase mortgages on de-
fense, military, and disaster housing. Au-
thorized funds previously set aside for pur-
chase of such mortgages—of which 362 mil-
lion remained out of an original 600 mil-
lion—were made available for over-the-
counter purchase of other mortgages, but
such purchases had not been resumed by
August 13. The Act limits purchases of
mortgages other than those on defense, mili-
tary, and disaster housing to mortgages in-
sured or guaranteed on or after March 1,
1952. It also limits the amount of such mort-
gages that any lender may sell to FNMA to
not more than half of the FHA and half of
the VA mortgage loans made between
March 1, 1952, and the date of sale. Previ-
ously, lenders might sell to FNMA all of
the VA loans they had made during speci-
fied periods.
The net growth in institutional invest-
ments in residential mortgages over the past
twelve months has been facilitated by the
large flow of savings into financial institu-
tions. Time deposits at commercial and
mutual savings banks have grown steadily
as have individuals' equities in life insurance
reserves. The situation has been similar at
savings and loan associations where net new
share purchases in the first half of 1952
exceeded 1.5 billion dollars, almost one-third
more than in the previous six months and
about two-thirds larger than in the com-
parable period a year ago. Even so, with
lending on mortgages at record levels, as-
associations' borrowings from Federal Home
Loan Banks have exceeded repayments since
April, with the result that advances out-
standing from the Banks to member institu-
tions have been increasing again, following
steady declines earlier this year.
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